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 A Fractured Gulf Order



The Gulf entered the third decade of the twenty-first century with wealth, ambition, and modern infrastructure, yet with a deepening sense of strategic exposure. The crisis that followed the 2026 US-Israeli war on Iran did not create Gulf insecurity from nothing; it crystallised years of accumulating doubt about who could protect the region, on what terms, and at what cost. 

The Unravelling of Assumed Guarantees
From protected order to strategic ambiguity
For decades, the political economy of the Gulf rested on an implicit bargain. Hydrocarbon producers would anchor global energy markets, recycle capital through international financial systems, and align broadly with a US-led regional security architecture. In return, the United States would deter large-scale threats, reassure ruling elites, protect sea lanes, and prevent hostile powers from overturning the regional balance (Yetiv 2004; Cordesman 1997). That order was never as seamless as its defenders claimed, but it possessed enough coherence to shape elite expectations in Riyadh, Abu Dhabi, Doha, Kuwait City, Manama, and Muscat. The problem was not merely whether Washington remained powerful; it was whether it remained reliable, attentive, and willing to bear escalating costs on behalf of partners whose strategic priorities no longer perfectly matched its own.
The erosion of confidence did not begin in 2026. It grew through a sequence of shocks: the Iraq War and its destabilising aftereffects; the uneven responses to the Arab uprisings; debates over Iran policy; wavering reactions to attacks on Gulf energy infrastructure; and repeated signs that American policymakers increasingly viewed the Indo-Pacific rather than West Asia as the central theatre of long-term competition (Gause 2010; Al-Rasheed 2018). To Gulf decision-makers, these were not isolated episodes but signals of a structural shift. They suggested that the old security compact was becoming conditional, selective, and vulnerable to domestic political swings in Washington (Razoux 2019). Even where military cooperation remained robust, reassurance was no longer unquestioned.
This distinction between capability and commitment became critical. The United States still possessed unmatched force projection, intelligence networks, and naval reach. Yet allies and partners increasingly doubted whether these assets would be mobilised decisively in moments that mattered most to Gulf security. Strategic trust depends less on inventory than on credible intent. When intent becomes uncertain, even overwhelming power can appear politically fragile. In this atmosphere, Gulf states began reassessing the wisdom of depending too heavily on a single external guarantor (Al-Saud 2020).
The logic of hedging
Saudi Arabia’s response was not a sudden abandonment of Washington but a gradual embrace of strategic hedging. Hedging is often misunderstood as indecision. In reality, it is a rational adaptation to uncertainty. A state hedges when it seeks to preserve existing partnerships while cultivating alternatives, reducing exposure to a single point of failure, and maximising room for manoeuvre in a fluid international environment (Medcalf 2020; Kuik 2008). Riyadh’s shift reflected this logic. The kingdom continued to value military ties with the United States, but it also intensified engagement with China, expanded contacts with Russia, deepened regional diplomacy, and invested in indigenous capabilities.
Such behaviour made particular sense in a world no longer comfortably described as unipolar. As power diffused across multiple centres, Gulf capitals were incentivised to act not as passive clients but as entrepreneurial middle powers. Their aim was not ideological realignment but sovereign flexibility (Fulton 2022). For Saudi Arabia, this meant pursuing a foreign policy in which security, technology, trade, and political influence could be diversified rather than monopolised. The attraction of Beijing would grow within this context: not because China was ready to replicate the American role in every respect, but because it offered economic scale, diplomatic utility, and a different style of partnership (Bin Huwaidin 2002).

The Shockwaves of the 2026 War
A regional conflict with immediate Gulf consequences
The 2026 US-Israeli war on Iran marked a turning point because it fused long-standing anxieties into an unmistakable regional reckoning. Gulf leaders watched a confrontation involving major external and regional actors spill into a theatre on which their economic lifeblood depended. Even where direct attacks were limited or unevenly distributed, the conflict generated widespread fear of missile strikes, drone incursions, sabotage, maritime disruption, and retaliatory actions against critical infrastructure. In strategic terms, it demonstrated that proximity to war can be as consequential as participation in war. The Gulf did not need to be the principal battlefield to suffer strategic, economic, and psychological damage.
For Saudi Arabia, the lesson was stark. Its ports, desalination plants, pipelines, data centres, airports, and energy installations formed a dense network of prosperity but also a map of vulnerability. The more the kingdom modernised, the more targets it accumulated. Vision-led transformation had created a paradox: infrastructure designed to secure the future also magnified exposure to disruption (Al-Tamimi 2013). Precision attacks, cyber operations, and coercive signalling could now threaten not only oil output but logistics, tourism, industrial diversification, investor sentiment, and public confidence. The war exposed the degree to which modern statecraft in the Gulf must integrate security planning with economic resilience.
The crisis also highlighted the limits of external protection against dispersed, networked threats. Traditional deterrence models were built around identifiable military aggression, yet the region now faced combinations of deniable attacks, proxy retaliation, cyber interference, and market panic. No outside power could perfectly shield every node in a highly interconnected system. This was not merely a military problem; it was a strategic governance problem. Gulf leaders therefore had to ask whether dependence on a distant protector made sense in a conflict environment where exposure was local, immediate, and multidimensional (Dazi-Héni 2021).
The politics of abandonment and entrapment
Alliances create twin fears: abandonment, the fear that a protector will not come when needed, and entrapment, the fear of being drawn into conflicts shaped by another actor’s priorities (Snyder 1984). The 2026 war intensified both. On one hand, Gulf states worried that the United States could not or would not prevent escalation from harming them. On the other, they feared being made strategically accountable for decisions in which they had limited influence. That combination is uniquely destabilising. It erodes trust not only in operational arrangements but also in the entire logic of alignment.
For Saudi Arabia, the issue was not simply whether it supported or opposed particular actions against Iran. It was whether regional order could continue to depend on a framework in which Gulf interests were exposed to the consequences of great-power and regional confrontation without correspondingly reliable control over outcomes (Al-Sadoon 2018). In practical terms, this accelerated the search for a model of diplomacy that could lower temperatures, open channels to multiple major powers, and avoid reducing the kingdom to a frontline asset in someone else’s strategic design.

Saudi Strategic Recalculation
From dependency to autonomy
Saudi foreign policy has never been static, but the current moment has pushed it towards a more explicit doctrine of strategic autonomy. Autonomy does not mean isolation, and it does not imply equal distance from all powers. Rather, it denotes the capacity to define national priorities without being locked into a single patron-client hierarchy (Nonneman 2005). This shift is inseparable from domestic transformation. As the kingdom invests in industrial policy, logistics corridors, tourism, entertainment, digital infrastructure, and renewable energy, it requires a foreign policy calibrated to development as much as defence. Security can no longer be measured solely by military procurement or deterrence postures; it must be judged by the ability to sustain long-term national transformation under conditions of regional volatility (Al-Hamdan 2021).
This has altered the hierarchy of threats in Saudi thinking. A conventional military attack remains serious, but so too do shipping disruptions, sanctions spillovers, cyber sabotage, supply-chain fragmentation, inflationary shocks, and technology denial regimes. The state now confronts a security environment in which war, markets, and infrastructure are deeply entwined. Consequently, the Saudi recalculation has involved broadening the concept of national security to include investment stability, food security, energy transition, industrial capacity, and data governance. Such a broad agenda naturally favours diversified partnerships.
Lessons drawn from repeated exposure
Repeated exposure to regional turmoil taught Riyadh several lessons. First, external guarantees are strongest when they align with the guarantor’s central interests; they become weaker when those interests diffuse elsewhere. Second, military superiority does not eliminate vulnerability if adversaries can target civilian and economic infrastructure asymmetrically. Third, diplomacy with rivals is not a sign of weakness if it lowers the likelihood of disruption (Kamrava 2013). Fourth, economic interdependence can create stabilising incentives that military alliances alone cannot provide. These lessons did not produce a simple policy formula, but they helped legitimise a broader strategic opening.
Within this opening, China emerged as more than a customer for crude oil. It appeared as a major market, a technology partner, a capital source, a diplomatic intermediary, and a symbol of the wider rebalancing of world politics (Sun and Zoubir 2015). Crucially, Beijing’s appeal in Saudi eyes was magnified by what it was not. It was not perceived as pressing regime-change agendas, moral conditionality, or intrusive political tutelage in the same manner often associated with Western debates. That does not mean the relationship was frictionless or value-free; rather, it meant that its operating style aligned with Gulf preferences for sovereignty, pragmatism, and transactional clarity (Al-Sudairi 2019).

Why Beijing Became More Attractive
Economic gravity and strategic reassurance
China’s significance in the Gulf began with energy but did not remain confined to it. As the world’s largest energy importer and a central node in manufacturing, trade, logistics, and technology supply chains, China offered Gulf producers a durable economic counterpart (Zweig and Bi 2005). For Saudi Arabia, this mattered on several levels. Stable hydrocarbon demand helped underpin revenue during a period of ambitious domestic restructuring. Chinese participation in infrastructure, industrial zones, digital systems, petrochemicals, and transport networks linked Saudi development goals to a broader Eurasian commercial geography (Chaziza 2019). The relationship thus evolved from a seller-buyer arrangement into a more layered form of interdependence.
Yet economic gravity alone does not explain Beijing’s appeal. China also projected a style of strategic reassurance rooted in non-interference, long-term planning, and rhetorical respect for state sovereignty (Lons 2020). Gulf leaders did not assume that Chinese interests were altruistic. They recognised them as expansive and self-interested. Still, Beijing’s approach contrasted with the episodic volatility of US domestic debate about the Middle East. Chinese diplomacy appeared more predictable in tone, less moralising in public, and more tightly linked to commercial and developmental outcomes. In an era of uncertainty, predictability acquires strategic value.
Multipolar diplomacy in practice
Saudi engagement with China should therefore be read as part of a broader practice of multipolar diplomacy. Multipolarity is not only a description of global structure; it is a method of statecraft. It encourages middle and regional powers to cultivate several external relationships simultaneously, converting systemic competition into diplomatic leverage (Ehteshami 2021). Riyadh can invite investment from Asia, maintain defence links with America, cooperate selectively with Europe, coordinate on oil with Russia, and negotiate regionally with rivals. The point is not perfect balance, which is rarely possible, but increased bargaining flexibility.
In this sense, the Saudi turn towards Beijing reflects an adaptation to world politics rather than an abrupt revolution. What changed after 2026 was the urgency of that adaptation. The war underscored the costs of overreliance and made diversification feel less like optional diplomacy and more like strategic necessity. Beijing benefited because it had spent years patiently building commercial and political footholds while avoiding the burden of replacing Washington militarily (Scobell 2018). It could become more central to Gulf strategy precisely because it did not need to replicate the old American model in full.

Infrastructure, Markets, and the New Vulnerability
The fragility of interconnected prosperity
The Gulf’s wealth has often been portrayed as insulation against turmoil, but modern prosperity is deeply networked and therefore deeply fragile. Oil terminals depend on digital systems; cities depend on desalination and electricity grids; financial centres depend on uninterrupted data flows; tourism depends on perceptions of safety; industrial diversification depends on stable logistics and insurance markets (Cordesman 2019). In such an environment, a limited strike can have outsized effects if it triggers market panic, delays shipping, raises premiums, or undermines investor confidence. The 2026 conflict exposed this logic with unusual clarity.
For Saudi Arabia, the implications were strategic rather than merely technical. It became impossible to separate grand strategy from resilience planning. Missile defence matters, but so do redundancy, cyber security, emergency repair capacity, diversified export routes, regional de-escalation, and confidence-building mechanisms with neighbours. A state seeking post-oil transformation cannot afford repeated shocks to the very infrastructure meant to enable that transformation. As a result, security policy increasingly merged with industrial and technological policy (Kaba 2020). Partnerships were assessed not only by who could sell arms but also by who could help build resilient systems.
Insurance against a disorderly region
This is where China’s role gained additional significance. Chinese firms brought capacity in construction, telecommunications, industrial engineering, transport infrastructure, smart-city systems, and manufacturing ecosystems (Dorsey 2021). From the Saudi perspective, such engagement functioned as a form of strategic insurance. It tied the kingdom to supply chains and investment networks whose stakeholders had an interest in stability. While this did not provide military guarantees, it did broaden the international constituency for Gulf order. Economic entanglement became a complement to deterrence rather than a substitute for it.
Moreover, market vulnerability sharpened elite awareness that future power would rest not solely on resource ownership but on control over corridors, platforms, standards, and technologies. A fractured Gulf order could no longer be repaired by rhetoric about alliance loyalty alone. It required a reconfiguration of how security, commerce, and diplomacy reinforced one another (Al-Marzouqi 2022). That reconfiguration forms the central terrain on which Saudi-Chinese ties have expanded.

A Wider Regional and Global Shift
The Gulf as a laboratory of multipolarity
What occurred in Saudi strategic thinking was mirrored, in different forms, across the Gulf. Regional states increasingly sought to avoid binary choices between Washington and Beijing. They pursued overlapping partnerships, issue-based alignments, and flexible diplomacy (Bianco 2020). This behaviour reflects a larger transformation in international relations: the decline of uncontested hierarchy and the rise of a more negotiated, plural, and transactional order. The Gulf has become a laboratory of this change because it lies at the intersection of energy markets, maritime routes, digital corridors, financial flows, and regional rivalry.
In such a setting, middle powers matter more than old theories often allowed. They are not mere objects of great-power competition; they are active shapers of it. Saudi Arabia, by recalibrating its strategy, demonstrates how a regional heavyweight can exploit systemic transition to increase autonomy (Al-Yasin 2023). It can host competing partners, arbitrate among interests, and use its geographic and economic position to shape the terms of engagement. The more fragmented the international system becomes, the more skilfully placed states can convert uncertainty into leverage.
The meaning of the Saudi turn
It would be a mistake to reduce Riyadh’s opening to Beijing to a simple anti-American gesture. Such a reading belongs to an older strategic vocabulary in which alignment had to be exclusive. The kingdom’s turn is better understood as a reordering of priorities under multipolar conditions. It seeks growth without vulnerability, security without overdependence, and influence without subordination (Legrenzi and Lawson 2021). China fits this strategy because it offers scale, patience, and material relevance at a moment when Gulf leaders doubt that the inherited regional order can be restored in its previous form.
This chapter therefore establishes the book’s core claim. The movement towards a deeper Saudi-Chinese relationship is not an isolated bilateral story. It is part of a broader transition in world politics, one in which the Gulf is no longer simply protected space within an American system but contested space within a multipolar order (Reardon 2012). The fractures revealed by war, insecurity, and strategic disappointment have not paralysed Saudi policy. They have pushed it towards reinvention.
A fractured order does not automatically produce a new one, but it compels states to search for new anchors. Saudi Arabia’s search has led not away from the world, but deeper into it, towards diversified partnerships and a wider strategic horizon. The chapters that follow trace how that horizon was built through trade, diplomacy, technology, and an evolving understanding of power itself.
To understand the scale of this reorientation, one must begin with the understated diplomacy of the 1990s. Saudi Arabia and China did not enter partnership through ideological affinity or theatrical declarations. Their relationship began with caution, reciprocity, and a mutual reading of systemic change (Kechichian 2001). Riyadh saw in Beijing a rising power with growing economic weight and a disciplined aversion to public interference in domestic affairs. Beijing, for its part, recognised the Kingdom as more than an oil supplier, seeing it as a pivotal Arab and Islamic actor whose influence reached from energy markets to regional diplomacy (Shichor 1994).
The early years were shaped by a practical logic. China’s industrial ascent required long-term energy security, while Saudi Arabia sought reliable consumers beyond its traditional Atlantic and East Asian networks (Calabrese 1998). This convergence did not instantly produce strategic intimacy, but it did create a stable platform for engagement. Diplomatic exchanges broadened, commercial delegations multiplied, and ministerial channels became more regular. What mattered most was that each side approached the other without the heavy historical burden that often complicated Riyadh’s relations with Western powers.
In this period, symbolism was as important as substance. Formal recognition and state visits signalled seriousness, but the deeper achievement was the creation of habit. Habits of consultation, habits of market coordination, and habits of quiet strategic observation gradually replaced distance with familiarity (Niblock 2006). Saudi policymakers were not yet seeking a wholesale alternative to Washington, yet they were already learning the value of optionality. The Kingdom’s diplomacy was beginning to move from dependence towards diversification, even if the language of that shift remained cautious and measured.
This emerging rapport was reinforced by the broader post-Cold War environment. American predominance appeared overwhelming, but it also generated vulnerabilities for states too tightly tied to one external centre of power. Sanctions regimes, interventionist precedents, and the selective application of security guarantees all left lessons in the Gulf (Halliday 2005). Saudi Arabia did not abandon the United States in response. Instead, it began to widen the circle of consequential relationships. China fits this requirement because it offered scale, patience, and a model of engagement rooted in state-to-state pragmatism rather than political conditionality (Li 2007).
Economic complementarity accelerated the process. As China’s manufacturing machine expanded, its appetite for crude rose sharply (Downs 2004). Saudi Arabia became an essential supplier not only because of volume but also because of reliability and infrastructure capacity. At the same time, Chinese firms were becoming more competitive in construction, telecommunications, industrial equipment, and logistics. For Riyadh, this opened possibilities beyond simple hydrocarbon exports. The relationship could develop along an integrated axis of supply, investment, and industrial participation, laying the groundwork for the much larger economic transformation that would follow in later decades.
Yet the significance of these early ties cannot be measured by trade data alone. Their real importance lay in how they altered Saudi strategic imagination. Chinese engagement showed that major powers could be engaged selectively, transactionally, and on terms that preserved political space (Al-Otaibi 2003). That lesson would become more valuable as the Gulf entered repeated cycles of crisis. Every episode in which American declarations exceeded American delivery strengthened the appeal of a broader diplomatic portfolio. The early Saudi-Chinese relationship, therefore, mattered not because it displaced an existing alliance but because it prepared the Kingdom for a future in which exclusive reliance would become untenable.
There was also a cultural dimension to this cautious convergence. Although social systems, languages, and historical narratives differed profoundly, both states valued continuity, sovereignty, and centralised developmental ambition (Belkaïd 2011). Neither viewed order as something that emerged spontaneously from external pressure. Both associated stability with state capacity and long-term planning. These affinities did not erase differences, but they made dialogue easier in areas where Western interlocutors often introduced moral hierarchy into strategic discussion. The resulting tone was less sentimental than many alliances but often more durable.
As the relationship matured into the 2000s, its institutional architecture also deepened. Committees, memoranda, and sectoral agreements translated diplomatic goodwill into working mechanisms (Ehteshami and Miyagi 2015). Energy remained central, but cooperation expanded into petrochemicals, infrastructure, and technical exchange. This bureaucratic layering was not glamorous, yet it was decisive. Durable partnerships are rarely built by speeches alone. They are built by customs officials, engineers, planners, investment boards, and ministries that learn how to solve problems together. The Saudi Chinese case followed precisely this path, steadily converting political interest into operational familiarity.
Seen in retrospect, these foundations help explain why the shocks of the 2020s did not produce a sudden Saudi pivot but rather accelerated an existing trajectory. The destruction and anxiety unleashed by the 2026 war on Iran made one truth impossible to ignore. External protection, however loudly promised, could no longer be treated as automatic, comprehensive, or politically neutral. By then, Riyadh already possessed a diplomatic bridge to Beijing, a commercial record of cooperation, and a strategic rationale for deeper engagement (Al-Murshidi 2021). The bridge had been built quietly over decades. Crisis merely revealed how necessary it had become.
The first phase of Saudi-Chinese relations therefore belongs at the centre of any serious account of Gulf transformation. It was not a dramatic break with the old order but the patient assembly of an alternative horizon. Through early contact, careful economic alignment, and a shared preference for pragmatic statecraft, Riyadh and Beijing established the conditions for a partnership suited to a more fragmented world. The next chapter follows that evolution into the era of accelerating commerce, when bilateral trade growth turned diplomatic possibility into material interdependence and moved the relationship from peripheral relevance to strategic consequence.
Yet even at this early stage, the broader lesson for Saudi policy was already taking shape. Partnerships that endure are rarely built on rhetoric alone; they are consolidated through infrastructure, contracts, logistics, and institutional habit. What distinguished the Saudi Chinese trajectory was its gradual conversion of diplomatic courtesy into structural relevance. As uncertainty gathered around the reliability of inherited security arrangements, Riyadh increasingly valued relationships that could diversify exposure, widen strategic options, and reduce dependence on any single external patron.
This is why the significance of the 1990s and early 2000s extends beyond chronology. Those years created the commercial vocabulary, administrative familiarity, and political confidence that later enabled a far deeper alignment. They also revealed an important feature of the emerging multipolar order: states do not wait for old systems to collapse before preparing alternatives. They hedge, accumulate leverage, and cultivate parallel channels of influence (Marchal 2016). Saudi Arabia’s early engagement with China was, in this sense, an exercise in strategic anticipation rather than ideological conversion.
By the time the Gulf entered a more turbulent age, the foundations had already been laid. What followed was not an improvised reaction to crisis, but the expansion of a relationship whose logic had been patiently assembled over years of mutual calibration. Trade would become the next decisive arena, because commerce gave measurable form to trust and translated geopolitical intent into durable interdependence. In that transformation, the contours of a new Gulf order would begin to sharpen.
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